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ONSHORE OIL & GAS IN AUSTRALIA 
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SUMMARY: 
 
In 2002 Australia held about 0.2% of the world’s oil reserves and around 2% of the identified natural gas 
reserves. Currently Australia is a net importer of liquid petroleum and a net exporter of liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) with around 8 per cent of the world's trade. While Australian reserves of liquid petroleum are 
appreciably less abundant than gas, given how lightly Australia has been explored there may still be 
significant discoveries to be made.   
 
While many of Australia’s producing fields are located along the coast, and much of the focus is in 
offshore areas such as the North West Shelf and Timor Sea, this report concentrates on the onshore 
resources and production. A number of these onshore fields have been producing oil and gas for more 
than 30 years, however recent high oil and LNG prices have spurred the development of other onshore 
industries such as coal seam methane (CSM).  
 
As the production from the older onshore fields wanes, techniques and equipment that can improve 
production, increase well life or reduce cost may do well in Australia’s onshore industry. Despite having 
considerable technical capability in oil & gas, Australia still imports much of the equipment used in this 
industry. U.S. and European companies supply much of this equipment, with increased supply coming 
from Asian countries such as Japan and Singapore.  
 
With ongoing high oil prices, there is a corresponding increase in exploration spend to locate additional 
fields. The ongoing debate for additional incentives to explorers to increase the density of exploration 
continues. Given the markedly lower costs of onshore exploration (around 1/10th of offshore programs), 
much of the exploration of Australia’s interior is being performed by junior resource companies.  
 
 
MARKET OVERVIEW: 
 

• Australia’s oil & gas industry has around 110 explorers, developers and operators – around 30 of 
these are operating outside of Australia and have no local operations.  

• A number of the very large foreign multinational oil & gas groups are present in the Australian 
market - Apache, BP, Chevron, Conoco Phillips, Exxon Mobil and Shell, as well as local 
companies such as BHP Billiton, Origin, Santos and Woodside. 

• While the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX) lists around 90 oil & gas companies, around 80% of 
the market capitalization is held in the above four Australian companies as of July 2005. The 14 
largest companies account for 95% of the sector capitalization (around USD $40,000 million), 
indicating that many companies operating in Australia are relatively small entities. 
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• The Australian continent is 
roughly around the same land 
area as continental United 
States 

 
• Despite the large land area, 

the Australian population 
numbers around 20 million 
people, most of whom live 
along limited sections of 
Australia’s coast.  

  
• Many of the inland oil & gas resources are therefore located in quite remote locations, with 

limited surrounding infrastructure. The map below provides the locations of Australia’s major oil 
and gas basins and their estimated reserves.  

 

 
 

• The resources map shows that while the onshore basins cover large areas than those offshore, a 
larger proportion of Australia’s oil and gas is located in the offshore fields. The lighter blue areas 
indicate traditional oil and gas fields, while the darker areas show Australia’s coalfields where 
significant work is now being undertaken to harvest coal seam methane. 

• Of the 80 or so oil & gas companies that have operations in Australia the following is a rough 
breakdown of their areas of operation – offshore only = 25%, onshore only = 45%, both onshore 
and offshore = 30%.  

• There are around 14 companies involved with coal seam methane projects, including Origin 
Energy who also have a range of other onshore and several offshore oil and gas interests.    

1 dot = 1000 people 
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INDUSTRY STATISTICS: 
 

• The main Australia onshore oil & gas basins (and the state of their location) are the Amadeus 
(NT), Barrow Island (WA), Bowen (Qld), Canning (WA), Carnarvon (Qld), Cooper (SA), 
Cooper-Eromanga (SA/Qld), Otway (Vic), Perth (WA) and Surat (Qld). Details of these areas 
(where available) are presented in the table below: 

 
Basin Develop. 

Periods 
Number 
of Wells 
Drilled 

Typical 
Drilled 
Depth  

(m) 

Oil 
Produced 

2004 
(kL) 

Gas 
Produced 

2004 
(k.M3) 

Condensate 
Produced 

2004 
(kL) 

Amadeus 1964-65, 
1981-86,  
1993-97 

181 
(est. 68 in 
production 
currently) 

1300-1600 213,276 345,946  

Barrow Island 1966-70, 
1978-85, 
1987-91, 
1995-97 

850 
(est. 470 in 
production 
currently) 

600-900 477,219 59,113 - 

Canning 1964, 
1981-87 

251 
(est. 8 in 

production 
currently) 

1200-1600 3,924 - - 

Carnarvon 
(onshore is <1% of 
total field production) 

1967-71, 
1981-84, 
1990-96, 

1999 

129 
(est. 10 in 
production 
currently) 

500-600 & 
1555-2500 

139,250 39,285 247 

Cooper – Eromanga / 
Cooper 

1955-
present 

1,850+ 1200-3200 763,165 5,590,538 377,563 

Otway 1984-88, 
1990-96, 
1998-03 

93 1500-2000 - 431,463 9,947 

Perth 1964-70,  
1980-84, 
1990-98, 
2002-04 

243 
(est. 16 in 
production 
currently) 

1600-2800 480,554 196,792 1,345 

Surat - Bowen 1929-31, 
1958-67, 
1980-84, 
1991-01 

1,048 500-1900 24,037 707,723 17,312 

 
• The concentration of onshore exploration wells is quite low by world standards with an estimated 

1 well / 1,000 miles 2 in Western Australia and 1 well / 19 miles2 in Victoria, compared with 1 
well / 0.75 miles 2 in Texas. 

• As shown in the table above, only a portion of the wells drilled in each of the various basins, are 
currently producing. Given the age of some of the developments many earlier wells have been 
shut-in or abandoned.  

• Each of the fields in the above basins is operated by a single entity on behalf of one or more 
partners in the particular field. In many cases smaller companies are involved in the discovery of 
fields but are less involved in the production / operations. The larger operators of onshore basins 
in Australia include Chevron, Origin and Santos. 

 
• Australia has also been developing its coal seam methane reserves in recent years, particularly 

given recent high oil & gas prices, and the location of these resources being relatively near to the 
eastern seaboard population, compared to other gas supply areas. 

• Most of these resources are located in the coal producing areas of Queensland and New South 
Wales, although there are smaller coal seam methane projects located in other Australian states.  

• As indicated earlier aside from Origin Energy and more recently Santos, the coal seam methane 
producers are a different subset of the Australian onshore oil & gas industry.  
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• Current production volumes across Australia are quite small given this industry has only been 
developing over the last 5 to 10 years. Production estimates are provided in the table below. 

 
Producer Daily Production 

(TJ/day) 
Proven Reserves

(PJ) 
Possible Reserves 

(PJ) 
Anglo Coal 17   
Arrow 5 40 160 
BHP Billiton 42  200 
CH4 21  200 
Comet Ridge  10  
CS Energy 6   
Origin 49 310 1540 
Queensland Gas Company  130 360 
Santos 47 670 1560 
Sydney Gas 11 40 90 
Other producers 4 50 370 

 
 

INDUSTRY DEVELOPMENTS / ACTIVITY: 
 

• The following table presents the onshore oil & gas drilling activities for 2001 to 2004. This 
provides some indication of the areas of most interest to Australian companies  (Geosciences Australia). 

 
Basin 2001 

Wells Drilled 
Exploration / Development 

2002 
Wells Drilled 

Exploration / Development 

2003 
Wells Drilled 

Exploration / Development 

2004 – 1st Q 
Wells Drilled 

Exploration / Development 
Barrow Island 0        7 0        0 0        0 0        0 
Bowen 6        2 4         3 1         0 4        0 
Canning 3        0 0        0 0        0 0        0 
Carnarvan 2        0 0         0 1         4 0        0 
Cooper 0        0 1         0 6         9 0        0 
Cooper-Eromanga 34        57 21        47 18        43 12       6 
Eromanga 0        0 0         1 2         1 0        0 
Gippsland 1        0 1         0 2         5 1        0 
Maryborough 0        0 0         0 2         0 0        0 
Otway 11       0 4         0 3         1 0        0 
Perth 5        2 4         2 3       10 3        1 
Surat 6        0 5         2 5         1 0        1 

  
• The table below presents the recent drilling history for CSM projects (Geosciences Australia) 

 
2001 2002 2003 2004 – 1st Q Basin 

Wells 
Drilled 

Average 
Depth 
Drilled  

(m) 

Wells 
Drilled 

Average 
Depth 
Drilled  

(m) 

Wells 
Drilled 

Average 
Depth 
Drilled  

(m) 

Wells 
Drilled 

Average 
Depth 
Drilled  

(m) 
Bowen 57 689 67 775 108 659 
Clarence-Moreton 5 945 2 472 1 545 
Gunnedah 1 792 2 337   
Otway 4 269 2 107 3 108 
Surat 30 418 29 515 18 534 
Sydney 3 818 14 879 11 635 

 
 
 

Not yet available 
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• The above tables indicate that most of the recent onshore activity is tied to the Cooper-Eromanga 
and Perth basins for oil & gas and to the Bowen Basin for CSM. 

• This is further reflected in the estimated expenditure on onshore oil and gas activities broken 
down below by state for 2003. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Total oil and gas industry exploration expenditure in Australia for the 2003 period was estimated 

at USD $573 million, whilst production spending was around to USD $2,327 million. Onshore 
activities therefore account for around 20% of Australian expenditure.   

 
 
U.S. POSITION: 
 

• The export figures for US oil and gas equipment for April 2005 indicate that oil & gas equipment 
shipped to Australia has a value of around USD $34,998 million or 1.5% of exports of this type of 
equipment. This would not account for exports sent to a third party country (e.g. Singapore) 
before arrival in Australia. (US Census Bureau 2005) 

• The U.S. is a key supplier of oil and gas equipment with estimates having the U.S. as supplying 
around 8% of Australia’s estimated USD $635m annual imports. These statistics only include 
readily identifiable oil and gas components and do not include pumps, valves, gauges and other 
measuring equipment which are aggregated across all sectors. (Austats 2005) 

• Many Australia suppliers indicate to us that U.S. products are often more expensive, particularly 
for commodity type components. We have found that it is the more innovative or mission critical 
components produced by U.S. companies that tend to be more competitive, given the reliability 
and quality associated with U.S. manufactured goods.  

• A number of U.S. companies supplying the industry have established operations in Australia on 
the expected strength of oil & gas activity here. They also serve the regional area given the solid 
business practices companies enjoy in Australia, particularly regarding legal protection of IP. 

• Companies that have established operation include Baker oil Tools, Boart-Longyear, Cooper 
Cameron, Flow Serve, Ingersoll-Rand, National Oilwell and Tyco. Aside from those with offices 
many U.S. companies active in oil & gas have established local representatives. 

• U.S. consultants and EPC contractors active in the Australia market include Baker Hughes, 
Bechtel, Fluor, Halliburton, KBR and Schlumberger.  

• Given the expertise in CSM in places such as Powder River Basin in Wyoming and Montana  a 
number of Australian companies have sought expertise from the U.S. Two U.S. companies 
Tipperary Oil & Gas and Tri Star Petroleum. 

 
 
 

Exploration Expenditure ($ ,000s)

58,069

1055,313
1,027

29,779

12,089 58

Queensland

New  South Wales

Victoria

Tasmania

South Australia

Western Australia

Northern Territory

Development Expenditure ($ ,000s)

222,133

177,847

107,717

4,155

00
726

Queensland
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Tasmania

South Australia

Western Australia

Northern Territory
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INDUSTRY COMPETITION: 
 
• There is no legislation on the amount local content in oil and gas projects in Australia. Recently 

there has been discussion between government and industry about ways to increase local 
participation. 

• The Australian government has established the Industry Supplies Office (ISO) network, also 
known as Industry Capability Network (ICN) in each of Australia’s states. These government 
funded organizations have been set up to identify local suppliers to oil and gas project developers. 

• Given the international nature of the industry there is also significant involvement by a number of 
international players other than the U.S. 

• Countries working in the Australian oil and gas sector include United Kingdom, Germany, 
Denmark, Sweden and Norway, as well as Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Singapore. While there are 
some products being manufactured in China and India these volumes are still relatively small by 
comparison but growing. 

    
 

MARKET ACCESS: 
 
• There are no quota limits on the import of oil and gas equipment into Australia. There has been 

some movement towards looking for more local content on projects, as long as this product or 
service is competitive with overseas offerings.  

• On 1st January 2005, the U.S. /Australia FTA removed tariffs on 99% of products made in the 
United States. Companies should check to see how their goods would be classified (including 
rules of origin) before shipping to ensure the correct tariffs (if any) are applied.  Tariffs on oil & 
gas equipment originating from other countries are generally between 0% and 5%. 

• Australia has a goods and services tax of 10% on all equipment inclusive of landed costs and 
tariffs that might be payable. 

• Australia has restrictions on the import of chemicals that may require registration of new chemical 
compositions. There are also very strict quarantine requirements on the import of goods, which 
are more likely to affect second-hand equipment or goods that may carry potential contaminants.   

 
 
MARKET ENTRY: 
 
It is often essential that U.S. businesses undertake market research before they enter the Australian 
market. Issues such as market size, existing competition and recommended business entry strategies can 
all vary from product to product. The onshore oil & gas market can have different challenges to the 
offshore industry and is concentrated in several areas of Australia.  
 
As Australia has a number of low cost Asian, as well as local suppliers producing products for the oil & 
gas industry, it is the more innovative and technical products that offer the best opportunities for U.S. 
companies. We therefore suggest in the first stages of considering the Australian market that US 
companies carefully evaluate their product offering against what is currently available. The U.S. 
Commercial Service is able to discuss the particulars of your product or service with contacts in the local 
industry to assess its attractiveness to the local market. 
 
Given the size of the Australian market, its geographic challenges and the level of technical ability locally 
available, many US suppliers are electing to appoint a local agent or distributor in the first instance. While 
many Australia suppliers to the oil & gas industry already have a number of products lines they are often 
happy to take on complementary offerings. Such an arrangement can significantly reduce the initial 
market entry cost and subsidize overhead expenses such as office/inventory space, marketing and client 
outreach. Another advantage is that the Australia agent appointed generally has an existing client base, as 
well as servicing & support capacity. The key concerns for a U.S. supplier going this route is finding a 
suitable local partner. The U.S. Commercial Service is able to assist with partner searches. 
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Australia also offers US firms who wish to set up their own operations a safe and somewhat familiar 
business environment. Despite some local differences in business processes, many of the business norms 
in Australia are similar to those in the United States. Should you decide to set up a representative office 
the Commercial Service can direct you towards companies and agencies that are able to assist with the 
establishment of a local office.  
 
U.S. suppliers may also want to consider alternatives to the traditional procurement channels. One such 
channel is the industry developed website - www.supplybase.com.au. SupplyBase VRS is a vendor 
registration system for equipment suppliers, which many companies are now using to locate potential 
suppliers. . Supplybase VRS is joint effort by the Australian oil and gas peak bodies and companies such 
as Woodside, Apache, ChevronTexaco and BHP Petroleum. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROFILE BUILDING/UPCOMING TRADE EVENTS: 
 

• APPEA Conference & Exhibition – Gold Coast Convention Centre, Gold Coast, Queensland, 
Australia, May 7-10, 2006 - www.appea.com.au 

• Good Oil Conference 2006 – Fremantle Convention Centre, Fremantle, Western Australia, 
September 2006. A forum for junior and emerging oil and gas explorers and producers featuring 
company presentations, exploration and investor opportunities and an interactive trade exhibition 
– www.riuconferences.com.au 

• Australasian Oil & Gas Exhibition & Conference (AOG 2007) - Perth Convention Centre, 
Perth, Australia, February 21-23, 2007. Over a 20 year history AOG has become the focus event 
in the region for leading oil & gas companies.  www.imexmgt.com/shows/aog2007 

 
 
OTHER RESOURCES: 

 
• Australian Petroleum Co-operative Research Centre - www.apcrc.com.au 
• Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association - www.appea.com.au 
• Australian Pipeline Industry Association - www.apia.net.au 
• Australian Government Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources – www.industry.gov.au 
• Geosciences Australia - www.ga.gov.au 

 
CONTACT US: 
 
If you would like to discuss your oil and gas field equipment queries or would like any other information 
on the Australian resources sector, we would love to hear from you. Please contact John McCaffrey, 
Commercial Specialist responsible for these sectors at: john.mccaffrey@mail.doc.gov. In addition, please 
visit our website to discover latest commercial developments in the Australian resources market: 
www.buyusa.gov/australia 
 


